Many science communication activities identify children as their main target. There are several reasons for this, even if, quite often, they are not expressed explicitly, as if children were a somehow "natural" public for science. For example, science communication is often "naturally" conceived within an educational frame, acting in parallel or even in explicit support to the formal education system, thus making children a privileged target group.
Science is also able to display a wonderful mix of enchanting phenomena and fascinating knowledge, making it an ideal subject for family activities. Families are in fact the most numerous public of museums and science centres, and a key audience for science TV programmes: simply said, children love to learn, and parents love that children love to learn. Moreover children are often considered "natural scientists" for their capacity to look at the world with open eyes and pose authentic questions on nature (at least up to the age of about 12, when they become "corrupted", we don't know yet whether by the school system, by the approaching needs of the labour market, by their hormones, or by a combination of the three). And, last but not least, children are a constantly renewing public, and targeting them offers a particularly positive return on investment.
But there are many other reasons, underneath which lies very often the ideological mainstream of a socio-economical project for our societies. In the European case, for example, this project is represented by the Lisbon agenda and its objective to make Europe the most competitive knowledge society in the world. Under this perspective, children are targeted because they are the potential scientists of tomorrow, and therefore key actors in a society whose competitiveness is heavily determined by scientific and technological performance. This list could be expanded further. But if the "why" we target children is very complex and articulated, the "how" does not always follow this complexity. It presents on the contrary a high homogeneity, with a dominant presence of the "science is fun" approach, that places children in the position of spectators or at least of mere recipients, no matter how interactive the activities can be. The profound transformation of the scope and understanding of science communication that we have observed in recent years, in which keywords such as dialogue, participation and empowerment have become essential, has only partially touched the younger public. It might be true that changing the scope of science communication -from mere knowledge transfer to public debate on science and technology to public participation in the production of knowledge (to be very concise) -implies a shift in the main target group, from children to adults. But we should ask ourselves if it is necessarily so. In our opinion, this assumption needs at least to be questioned.
Is it really "natural" to exclude children from the discussion on controversial scientific issues, ethical dilemmas related to scientific applications and other "difficult" subjects related to science and technology? Are we protecting them, or are we underestimating their capacity to understand and their awareness of what is going on around them? Can we really identify an age threshold, before which children should only enjoy hands-on activities and after which they can be involved in the dialogue between science and society?
Some projects around the world have already tested new paradigms for the communication of science also in programmes dedicated to children, as radically as has been done for adults: participatory projects, (children) citizens science and other activities have been held, to treat children as individuals with opinions, goals and the capacity to pursue them.
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What are the challenges and what the opportunities? At the heart of a dialogic approach to science communication is the capacity to listen to the public. If this public are children, are we well equipped to listen to them? What can science communication gain from listening to children? What are the conditions under which listening leads to empowerment, and promotes an ownership of knowledge? What are the conditions under which listening and empowering the children can induce institutional changes in the same organizations that promote the public engagement in science, including universities and institutes of research?
The collection of comments of this issue of JCOM revolve around these questions, looking at some science communication approaches in the light of their ability to include children as protagonists, and under the perspective of the UN convention on the right of the child, which obliges us to give children a voice and listen to them on any issues affecting them.
On the background of these considerations lies the essential issue of science communication as a means to promote social inclusion. In fact, a solid, structured form of knowledge such as science can be perceived very differently by children with a higher socio-economic background (for whom science represents an opportunity for success) and those coming from disadvantaged areas or local minorities (for whom
